Alcohol Use and Alcoholism Definitions and Epidemiology
Because alcohol is a potent agent, alcohol-related problems in the older individual are not limited to those which could clinically be diagnosed as alcoholic. Even moderate amounts of alcohol may produce cognitive and behavioral impairment in the normal elderly; it can diminish cardiac efficiency in those with heart disease,JL/ and impair respiratory function in those with pulmonary disease.2J These effects can be compounded by the interaction of alcohol with prescription or over-the-counter medications.  Furthermore, the effects of alcohol on an elderly person's efforts to cope with retirement, isolation, and physical infirmity may be important, even if alcohol use is moderate or only occasionally excessive.
To effectively investigate and treat any disorder, it is necessary to develop valid criteria and to detect the illness in the population.  The diagnosis of true alcoholism, as distinct from transient excessive alcohol use, is relatively difficult in the elder ly.8_/ There are neither biologic markers for this disorder, nor universally accepted and applied clinical diagnostic criteria. Traditionally, four different diagnostic methods have been used to diagnose alcoholism in younger populations.  These involve (1) the level of alcohol consumption, or quantity-frequency definitions; (2) the presence of either psychological dependence, or repeated efforts to control drinking; (3) the development of tolerance or of an abstinence syndrome upon alcohol withdrawal; and (4) evidence that alcohol has caused a major life problem, such as marital separation or divorce, loss of job, multiple arrests, or physical evidence that alcohol has harmed health, such as cardiomyopathy, cirrhosis or neurologic disorder. 9-1I/ The life problem criteria are the backbone of most modern diagnostic methods.
In interpreting data on geriatric alcoholism, it is important to realize that each of these schemes has limited applicability in the elderly.  Using criteria of consumption may be misleading because norms for alcohol use are unknown for the elderly.§/  The presence of psychological dependence or efforts to control drinking is difficult to document reliably. Evidence of physical addiction, such as abstinence syndromes, develops in a minority of alcoholics, and its presentation may be relatively subtle in the elderly and go undetected.11>12/ Even the life problems approach has disadvantages because the elderly are less likely than younger individuals to be presently married or employed, and law enforcement officers may be reluctant to charge the elderly with an alcohol-related offense.il/  in addition, distinguishing the physical problems of